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1.1 Background to the study Local	authorities	are	responsible	for	the	provision	of	a	diverse	range	of	public	services	within	a	given	geographic	area	and	represent	a	major	source	of	employment	within	England	with	over	1m	people	employed	within	the	sector	(LGiU,	2017).		The	concept	of	local	government	has	evolved	in	recent	years	with	increasing	levels	of	rationalisation	and	consolidation	of	capabilities	through	a	process	called	local	government	reorganisation	(LGR)	driven	largely	by	the	need	to	reduce	costs.		Local	authorities	are	funded	through	three	main	sources	including	a	central	government	allocation,	income	received	through	business	rates	and	council	tax,	and	fees	or	charges	for	services	accessed	(for	example,	parking	and	pest	control).		To	date,	the	central	government	allocation	represents	the	main	source	of	funding	and	is	made	up	of	two	components	including	grants	which	are	ring-fenced	for	a	specific	purpose	such	as	education	or	housing	and	a	Revenue	Support	Grant	(RSG)	which	is	allocated	to	local	authorities	based	on	complex	calculations	informed	by	local	demographics	and	the	services	delivered	by	each	organisation.		Total	revenue	expenditure	for	local	authorities	England	has	been	falling	year	on	year	and	is	budgeted	at	£94.1	billion	in	2016/17	(DCLG,	2015;	DCLG,	2017).				Following	Comprehensive	Spending	Reviews	(CSR)	in	2010,	2013	and	2015,	local	authorities	have	experienced	a	56.3%	cut	in	funding	from	central	government	and	an	expectation	that	this	source	of	funding	will	disappear	by	2020	(MCA,	2015;	DCLG,	2015;	DCLG,	2017).		This	reduction	in	funding	has	been	coupled	with	an	increase	in	delegated	powers	which	is	providing	local	authorities	with	greater	autonomy	in	how	they	spend	money	thereby	ensuring	that	public	funds	better	address	the	needs	of	people	locally	(LGA,	2014;	DCLG,	2017).		The	impact	of	
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funding	cuts	and	increased	delegation	of	responsibility	has	created	significant	tension	within	local	government	organisations	as	they	grapple	to	make	sense	of	devolved	powers	within	an	increasingly	challenging	fiscal	environment.		Each	organisation	has	had	to	challenge	sense	of	self,	their	role,	relationship	with	customers	and	what	this	means	both	in	terms	of	short	term	financial	balance	and	long	term	sustainability.	
1.1.1 The Financial Challenge Facing Local Government 
Local	authorities	have	experienced	significant	cuts	in	income.		Between	2010/11	and	2019/20,	councils	within	England	will	have	been	subject	to	a	29%	reduction	in	spending	power	with	those	areas	with	higher	levels	of	deprivation	suffering	faster	and	deeper	cuts	(Hastings	et	al,	2015;	LGA,	2015;	DCLG,	2017).		Building	on	savings	announced	as	a	part	of	the	2010	CSR,	the	Government	undertook	further	spending	rounds	in	2013	and	2015	which	set	out	a	number	of	investment	decisions	and	reforms	intended	to	further	accelerate	the	transformation	of	public	service	delivery.		The	2013	and	2015	spending	rounds	set	out	further	budget	reduction	for	local	government	with	an	expectation	that	much	of	this	would	be	achieved	through	better	cooperation,	sharing	and	collaboration	between	public	services	at	a	local	level	(HM	Treasury,	2013;	HM	Treasury	2015).		All	local	authorities	have	responded	to	the	challenge,	delivering	legal	budgets	that	have	achieved	the	requisite	levels	of	savings.		However,	the	increased	scope	and	scale	of	budget	cuts	coupled	with	other	cost	pressures	as	a	result	of	increased	demand,	an	aging	population	and	welfare	reform	means	that	local	authorities	will	have	to	make	difficult	decisions	around	which	services	to	protect,	which	to	reduce	and	those	which	may	need	to	be	cut	altogether	(LGA,	2014,	Hastings	et	al,	2015).	
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1.3 Research aim and objectives The	research	examines	the	role	of	customers	in	the	design	and	delivery	of	local	government	services	and	aims	to	articulate	and	examine	practitioner	perspectives	of	the	concept	of	customers,	the	participative	role	that	they	play	and	the	impact	of	this	on	service	design	and	delivery	within	a	contact	centre	environment.				The	objectives	of	the	research	are	to:		 1. Analyse	practitioner	perspectives	of	the	concept	of	“customer”	within	a	local	government	context		2. Examine	practitioner	perspectives	of	the	role	that	customers	play	in	service	design	and	delivery	3. Explore	and	evaluate	practitioner	perspectives	on	the	impact	customer	participation	has	on	service	delivery	4. Determine	factors	enabling	and	/	or	constraining	the	role	of	customers	in	service	design	and	delivery		In	line	with	the	above	aim	and	objectives,	the	following	research	question	is	addressed:		 What	perspectives	do	practitioners	have	on	the	role	of	customers	in	the	design	and	delivery	of	local	government	contact	centre	services?	
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	This	research	is	intended	to	provide	relevant	insight	which	can	aid	future	professional	practice	specifically	within	the	local	government	sector.				


















































































2.3 Social Action There	is	a	plethora	of	academic	research	on	social	theory	and	the	role	of	action	in	establishing	social	structure	and	practice	(Orlikowski,	2000;	Jones	&	Karsten	2008;	Wodak	&	Meyer,	2009;	Al	Rawahi	et	al,	2016;	Omar	et	al,	2016).		Exploring	the	subjective	meaning	of	actions	was	a	critical	component	within	Weber’s	theory	of	social	action,	which	latterly	considered	the	influence	of	technology	and	bureaucracies	and	their	organising	influences	on	social	actors,	was	apparent	in	Bhaskar’s	model	of	social	action,	Habermas’	theory	of	communicative	action,	Foucault’s	archaeology	of	knowledge	and	Bourdieu’s	social	theory	as	habitus	
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(Bhaskar,	1979;	Habermas,	1985;	Calhoun	et	al,	1993;	Foucault,	2002;	Archer,	2010;	King,	2010;	Giddens	&	Sutton,	2013).				A	key	theme	apparent	within	extant	literature	relates	to	the	connection	between	individual	and	society	and	whether	one	approaches	this	issue	by	emphasising,	“the	agency	of	individuals	or	the	power	of	social	structures”	(Elliott,	2014,	p.	11).		As	this	research	is	concerned	with	the	intersect	between	customers	and	local	government	and	the	role	of	actors,	their	reflexive	actions	and	the	impact	they	have	within	the	context	of	service	design	and	delivery,	the	researcher	has	a	greater	interest	in	the	rules	and	relationships	and	how	they	recursively	relate	(Porpora,	1989;	O’Boyle,	2013),	rather	than	organisational	structures	which	Giddens	(1984)	argues,	“exist	only	in	so	far	as	there	is	continuity	in	social	reproduction	across	time	and	space…	such	continuity	in	turn	exists	in	and	through	the	reflexively	monitored	activities	of	situated	actors”.		It	is	this	context	which	is	critical	in	making	sense	of	customer	roles	within	socially	created	constructs	associated	with	local	government	service	design	and	delivery.		As	Gidden’s	structuration	theory	is	focused	on	a	duality	of	structure	and	agency,	it	has	particular	theoretical	relevance	to	this	programme	of	study	and	is	explored	further	within	the	following	sections.	
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3 Research Methodology 
3.1 Introduction This	chapter	outlines	the	research	philosophy,	theoretical	perspective,	approach,	methodology	and	techniques	to	be	used	within	the	context	of	this	programme	of	study	together	with	justification	for	their	selection.		In	approaching	academic	research	one	must	have	clarity	of	thought	around	philosophical	issues	as	this	provides	perspective	on	how	knowledge	is	constructed,	the	reality	through	which	knowledge	can	be	understood,	the	researcher’s	reflexive	role	in	the	process	and	the	methods	through	which	knowledge	can	be	gathered,	analysed	and	interpreted	(Bryman	&	Bell,	2007;	Easterby-Smith	et	al,	2015).		In	defining	the	intended	research	methodology	and	associated	data	collection	techniques,	the	researcher	has	considered	differing	epistemological,	ontological	and	theoretical	perspectives.		The	chapter	includes	five	sections	with	section	one	setting	out	a	critical	review	of	research	philosophies;	section	two	sets	out	the	research	approach;	section	three	critically	evaluates	the	research	methodology	for	this	programme	of	research;	section	four	sets	out	the	data	collection	methods	employed	during	this	research;	and	section	five	summarises	the	research	methodology.		


















3.4 Research methodology The	research	methodology	was	informed	by	the	researcher’s	philosophy	and	strategy.		As	the	researcher	is	seeking	to	understand	customer	role	at	the	intersect	of	agency	and	structure	in	the	design	and	delivery	of	local	government	services	through	the	definition	of	a	socially	agreed	understanding	of	action	and	social	action,	qualitative	techniques	will	be	adopted.		Qualitative	data	collection	techniques	are	helpful	in	providing	meaning	to	complex	and	interrelated	concepts.		This	approach	is	particularly	useful	as	extant	literature	is	limited	on	this	area	of	study.		The	exploratory	nature	of	qualitative	methods	means	that	respondent	motivations,	values	and	attitudes	can	be	captured,	probed	and	assessed	during	the	data	collection	and	analysis	processes.		Applying	multiple	techniques	provides	increased	scope	for	triangulation	to	take	place,	which	is	particularly	helpful	within	socially	constructed	environments	consisting	of	differing	perspectives.		Adopting	such	an	approach	is	anticipated	to	increase	scope	for	triangulation	to	take	place	and	through	which	one	can	“produce	a	more	complete,	holistic	and	contextual	portrait	of	the	object	under	study”	(Ghauri,	2005,	p.	222).			






















































































4 Research Findings 	
4.1 Introduction This	chapter	introduces	the	results	of	the	research,	highlighting	key	findings	from	the	methods	employed	and	outlined	within	Chapter	3.				Forty-four	organisational	strategy	documents	and	seventeen	interview	transcripts	were	analysed.		Details	of	each	organisation	is	included	within	Appendix	1.		In	line	with	the	research	approach,	each	organisation	and	participant	was	assigned	a	unique	identifier	thereby	maintaining	a	level	of	confidentiality.		This	step	is	key	given	the	practitioner	perspective	and	the	need	to	secure	personal	reflections	on	the	role	of	customers	in	local	government	service	design	and	delivery.		As	set	out	in	Chapter	3,	a	total	of	seventeen	semi-structured	interviews	were	conducted	with	participants	from	across	the	local	government	sector.		The	profile	of	interview	participants	is	set	in	Appendix	2.		
4.2 Findings from the Thematic Analysis Initial	codes	were	identified	through	a	review	of	extant	literature	and	through	iterative	analysis	of	organisational	strategies	and	interview	transcripts	each	code	was	grouped	into	a	number	of	themes	with	each	intended	to	provide	a	meaningful	explanation	of	practitioner	context	and	perspective.	





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































5 Analysis of Findings 	
5.1 Introduction This	chapter	considers	the	results	set	out	within	the	preceding	sections	and	seeks	to	discuss	the	theoretical	and	practical	implications	of	the	research	findings	against	the	overarching	objectives	of	this	programme	of	study.		This	chapter	consists	of	five	sections.		Within	the	first	section,	emerging	findings	are	introduced	and	critically	discussed,	the	second	section	examines	the	concept	of	“customer”	within	a	local	government	context	with	practitioner	perspectives	compared	with	extant	literature.		Focus	is	then	placed	on	the	practitioner	perspectives	of	the	role	that	customers	play	in	service	design	and	delivery	with	an	evaluation	of	organisational	and	practitioner	perceptions.		The	perceived	impact	of	customer	participation	on	service	delivery	is	discussed	within	the	third	section	with	further	exploration	of	key	insights	against	existing	bodies	of	literature.		Finally,	the	factors	enabling	and	/	or	constraining	the	role	of	customers	in	service	design	and	delivery	are	examined.		































5.7 Summary The	findings	of	this	research	indicate	that	the	role	of	customers	both	in	the	design	and	delivery	of	contact	centre	services	is	at	a	point	of	immaturity.		The	research	has	shown	an	absence	of	established	frameworks	within	the	local	government	sector	to	shape	the	intersect	between	agency	and	structure,	particularly	in	relation	to	those	services	 enabled	 through	 contact	 centre	 environments.	 	 There	 are	 a	 plethora	 of	terms	used	to	describe	human	agency	within	the	context	of	local	government	with	these	 terms	often	 used	 interchangeably.	 	 This	 approach	 creates	 challenges	when	considering	 the	 importance	 of	 such	 labels	 both	 in	 relation	 to	 how	 agents	 or	customers	are	engaged	in	the	design	and	delivery	of	customer-facing	services.		The	 absence	 of	 defined	 frameworks	was	 seen	 to	 result	 in	 a	 one	 size	 fits	 all	with	practitioners	 failing	 to	 develop	 a	 clear	 and	 coherent	 view	 of	 macro	 and	 micro	phenomena	thereby	constraining	the	ability	of	the	organisation	to	leverage	benefits	posited	to	be	realisable	through	more	participative	approaches	to	service	design	and	delivery.	 	 When	 considering	 practitioner	 perceptions	 of	 current	 discourse	 and	practice,	local	authorities	were	understood	to	be	approximately	ten	to	fifteen	years	behind	industry	trends	(Prahalad	and	Ramaswamy,	2000;	Prahalad	&	Ramaswamy,	2004;	Graf,	 2007;	Nambisan,	 2008;	 Elg	 et	 al,	 2012;	Mukhtar	 et	 al,	 2012;	 Corbett,	2014;	McShane	&	Sabadoz,	2015;	Omar	et	al,	2016).				A	sense	of	passivity	on	the	part	of	customers	was	apparent	in	practitioner	discourse	with	participants	seeing	local	authority	agents	as	having	allocative	and	authoritative	rights	over	resources	engaged	in	the	design	and	delivery	of	contact	centre	services.		The	 role	 of	 customers	 was	 determined	 by	 the	 local	 authority	 with	 interactions	shaped	by	normative	regulation	as	determined	by	human	agency	or	practitioners	
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within	 the	 organisation.	 	 The	 role	 that	 customers	 played	 was	 seen	 to	 differ	depending	 on	 service	 complexity	 with	 more	 complex	 services	 requiring	 greater	participation	on	the	part	of	the	customer	with	resources	allocated	to	individuals	to	enable	 self-support	 and	 primarily	 reduce	 costs	 to	 the	 local	 authority	 through	reduced	demand	and	fewer	interactions	with	customers.		There	were	differing	perceptions	of	the	value	and	benefits	derived	through	greater	involvement	of	customers	in	the	design	and	delivery	of	local	government	services.		Whilst	 organisations	 posited	 views	 around	 improved	 customer	 experience,	decision-making	and	cost	within	strategy	documents,	there	was	little	consensus	in	the	literature	and	practitioner	discourse	with	participants	perceived	to	question	the	purpose	and	point	at	which	customers	should	be	engaged	in	participative	processes.		The	 findings	have	 shown	notable	 reference	 to	passivity	on	 the	part	of	 customers	with	little	evidence	of	a	shift	from	passive	recipient	to	reflexive	actor	set	out	within	Giddens	 (1998)	 structuration	 theory.	 	Human	 agency	within	 local	 authorities	are	perceived	 to	 shape	 normative	 regulation	 and	 hold	 allocative	 and	 authoritative	powers	required	to	deploy	resources	within	socially	created	constructs.		Without	a	cultural	and	behavioural	shift	within	local	authorities	resulting	in	greater	reflexivity	on	 the	 part	 of	 all	 social	 actors	within	 given	 social	 constructs,	 the	 opportunity	 to	embrace	and	achieve	the	potential	benefits	of	greater	customer	participation	within	the	design	and	delivery	of	customer-facing	contact	centre	services	remain	untapped	and	unrealised.			
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6 Conclusions and Recommendations 	
6.1 Introduction This	chapter	draws	insight	from	the	research	findings	to	address	the	overarching	research	question	and	research	objectives.	This	chapter	includes	a	number	of	sections	with	the	first	detailing	the	research	findings	reviewed	against	literature	thereby	assessing	alignment	with	extant	academic	thinking;	the	second	section	considers	conclusions	relating	to	the	research	objectives;	section	three	takes	themes	identified	through	thematic	analysis	and	critically	examines	the	implications	for	knowledge	and	practice.		Limitations	within	this	current	programme	of	study	are	explored	and	associated	next	steps	for	future	research	are	set	out.			














6.4 Recommendations The	absence	of	established	participative	frameworks	and	their	application	within	a	local	government	context	is	reflected	through	a	review	of	extant	literature	and	the	findings	of	this	research.		Whilst	extensive	academic	thought	exists	regarding	social	action,	customer	participation	and	the	need	to	drive	efficiencies	given	the	wider	economic	challenges	facing	local	government,	this	research	has	demonstrated	that	local	authorities	have	failed	to	capitalise	on	the	promise	that	such	approaches	can	bring	both	in	terms	of	improved	customer	experience	and	organisational	efficiency	(King	et	al,	1998;	Pratchett,	1999;	Cooper	et	al,	2006).		It	is	against	this	backdrop	that	the	following	recommendations	are	made:		 1. The	plethora	of	labels	used	to	describe	customers	is	a	significant	barrier	when	considering	the	introduction	of	participative	principles	to	the	design	and	delivery	of	contact	centre	services.		The	local	government	sector	should	recognise	and	adopt	common	language	to	describe	differing	customer	groups,	their	respective	roles,	normative	regulation	governing	such	roles	and	clarity	regarding	the	scope	and	scale	of	their	transformative	capacity	and	capability.		This	classification	schema	must	cover	the	cradle	to	grave	support	that	local	authorities	provide	to	customers	and	the	differing	roles	that	customers	play	at	differing	points	in	their	lives	within	this	end	to	end	journey.		2. Whilst	a	number	of	participative	frameworks	exist	across	extant	academic	literature,	awareness	of	such	approaches	was	limited	across	local	authorities	sampled.	Figure	4	(p.	115)	provides	a	model	arising	from	this	research	which	sets	out	those	inputs	perceived	to	enable	participative	approaches	together	with	practitioner	perceptions	of	impact.		Leveraging	insight	from	this	research,	the	local	government	sector	should	seek	to	define,	develop	and	implement	a	common	and	consistent	framework	for	
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customer	participation	spanning	the	design	and	delivery	of	contact	centre	services.		This	framework	should	seek	to	address	the	multi-level,	multi-dimensional	nature	of	local	government	encompassing	macro	and	micro	perspectives.	3. Local	authorities	have	failed	to	capitalise	on	the	potential	promise	that	customer	participation	can	enable	both	in	terms	of	improved	outcomes	for	customers	and	organisations	alike.		Whilst	positive	intent	exists	within	organisational	strategy	documentation	with	acknowledgement	of	the	potential	impact	afforded	through	customer	participation	in	the	design	and	delivery	of	contact	centre	services,	operationalising	this	intent	requires	targeted	interventions	which	are	unlikely	to	occur	without	external	mandate	and	financial	and	operational	support	for	practitioners	in	both	enabling	and	delivering	the	change.		If	the	requisite	shift	to	more	collaborative	and	participative	approaches	to	provision	are	to	occur,	local	authorities	must	seek	collective	investment	and	support	from	central	government.	4. Local	authorities	have	faced	and	continue	to	face	significant	cost	pressures	as	central	government	budgets	are	cut	and	the	need	to	do	more	with	less	continues.		Customer	participation	can	enable	the	delivery	of	notable	tangible	benefits	as	evidenced	within	extant	literature	and	pockets	of	good	practice	identified	through	this	programme	of	research.		Local	authorities	should	define	and	develop	a	clear	case	for	change	which	sets	out	planned	benefits	and	how	these	will	be	realised	through	the	implementation	of	more	participative	approaches	to	service	design	and	delivery	which	co-create	value	for	the	local	authority	and	customers	alike.	5. A	plethora	of	literature	exists	which	details	the	challenges	and	barriers	associated	with	the	adoption	of	participative	principles	across	a	number	of	sectors.		Whilst	literature	is	limited	within	the	context	of	local	government,	this	research	provides	a	point	of	reference	through	which	practitioners	can	understand	potential	challenges	and	lessons	learned	thereby	helping	to	
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ensure	that	local	authorities	avoid	potential	pitfalls	or	issues	experienced	previously.		Prior	to	embracing	a	shift	to	participative	approaches,	practitioners	should	review	these	constraints	and	define	approaches	to	mitigate	or	manage	their	potential	impact	to	planned	changes.		
6.5 Limitations of the study The	limitations	of	the	research	methods	and	associated	design	were	articulated	within	the	research	methodology	section.		These	limitations	have	been	revisited	with	known	limitations	outlined	below.		The	research	sought	to	achieve	data	saturation	through	thematic	analysis	of	a	representative	sample	of	customer	strategies	and	engagement	with	practitioners	leading,	managing	and	delivering	operations	across	the	local	government	sector.		The	sample	size	may	be	seen	as	a	limiting	factor,	however,	the	use	of	semi-structured	interviews	and	access	to	high	performing	practitioners	from	across	the	local	government	sector	has	provided	rich	insight	which	adds	to	an	under-researched	sector	and	topic.		The	research	was	approached	from	an	interpretivist	perspective	with	focused	placed	on	context	and	meaning	rather	than	seeking	to	determine	law-like	generalisations.		The	very	nature	of	such	approaches	does	constrain	the	extent	to	which	research	findings	can	be	transferred	to	the	wider	local	government	sector	and	beyond.		As	the	research	was	concerned	with	lived	experiences	of	practitioners,	the	perspectives	derived	through	this	programme	of	study	provide	insight	which	practitioners	can	leverage	in	future	discourse	and	praxis.		Participants	were	drawn	from	the	researcher’s	professional	network	thereby	increasing	scope	for	researcher	bias	during	the	interview	process.		Throughout	the	research	phases,	the	researcher	was	mindful	for	scope	for	selective	subjectivity	to	
		 141	
impact	knowledge	creation	processes	through	application	of	tacit	knowledge.			Throughout	the	research	programme,	the	researcher	used	primary	data	as	a	key	anchor	point,	revisiting	core	datasets	regularly	to	ensure	that	assumptions	made	and	assertions	posited	were	underpinned	by	clear	evidence.		
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3. I agree to take part in the above study. 
 	
		
4. I	agree	to	the	interview	being	audio	recorded	(a	copy	of	the	transcript	and	audio	file	will	be	provided	to	you)	 	 	5. I	agree	to	the	use	of	anonymised	quotes	in	publications	 	 	
6. I	agree	that	my	data	gathered	in	this	study	may	be	stored	(after	it	has	been	anonymised)	in	a	specialist	data	centre	and	may	be	used	for	future	research.		
	 	












































































8.5 Appendix 5:  Interview transcripts Transcripts	from	semi-structured	interviews	can	be	provided	upon	request.		 	
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8.6 Appendix 6:  Coding Structure 
	
Practitioner Perspectives
on the Role of Customers
Topic Root Codes Child Codes
Cultural Shift
Labels
Insights
Customer
Engagement
Experiential
Knowledge
& Insight
Drivers for
Customer
Participation
Actor Role
in Service
Design
Technology
Culture
Leadership
Skills
Trust
Citizen
Client
Consumer
Councillor/Member
Customer
Neighbour
Partner
Resident
Service User
Staﬀ
Trade Union
Visitor/Tourist
Customer Insight
Customer Needs
Customer Experience
Customer Segmentation
Consultation
Engage
Inform
Experience
Perspective
Benchmarking
Customer Experience
Customer Satisfaction
Reputation
Decision Making
Relationship Management
Cost
Choice
Empowerment
Service Complexity
Level of Participation
Power Shift
Role Change
Digital
Enabling
Automation
Behind the Curve
Opportunity of Area
Actor Role
in Service
Delivery
Service Complexity
Level of Participation
Power Shift
Role Changes
Impact
Cost
Experience
